




























































Heritage, Cultural Properties, Archaeology, and the Public
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Abstract:  This article offers a critical analysis of the relationship 
between heritage, cultural properties, archaeology, and the public 
in Japan. Although the term ‘cultural heritage (bunka isan)’ – or 
more broadly, ‘heritage (isan)’ – and ‘cultural properties (bunkazai)’ 
are often considered synonymous, there is a fundamental 
difference between them. Cultural properties are defined and 
managed in legal and administrative terms, whereas heritage is 
essentially made through people’s identification with the past, 
and as such is diverse, spontaneous, and emotive. Although 
archaeology as a discipline has been effectively informing the 
administrative judgement as to how archaeological cultural 
properties should be designated and managed, it still remains 
unclear how archaeology relates to heritage. It could be argued 
that archaeology seeks to understand the past as objectively 
as possible, while the aim of heritage is to commemorate and 
celebrate the past. Yet, the popularity of archaeology seems to 
derive in part from people’s interest and engagement in heritage, 
and heritage too draws on archaeology in validating its claim 
to the ownership of the past. The dual meaning of the word 
‘public’ invites us to consider not only how we, as experts, should 
manage archaeological cultural properties in the public interest, 
but also how various groups of people generate and use heritage 
spontaneously in reference to archaeology.
